Prion disease: possible implications for oral health care.
Prion diseases are a group of rare fatal neurodegenerative disorders in humans and animals that are histopathologically characterized by spongiform change within the central nervous system. The author reviewed all available case reports and any studies of the oral aspects of prion diseases published in peer-reviewed journals and available via PubMed. He then outlined the risk of nosocomial transmission of prions in dental health care. Sporadic Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, or sCJD, is the most common of the acquired human prion disorders, and it typically affects elderly people and leads to rapid death. In contrast, variant CJD, or vCJD, has affected young adults from Europe, giving rise to a slow onset disorder comprising both psychiatric and neurological upset. Oral neurological manifestations are rare and seem to occur only in people with vCJD; there are no oral mucosal or gingival manifestations of prion disease. Prions can be detected in the oral tissues--usually the gingivae and dental pulp--of animals experimentally infected with prions. In contrast, prions have not been detected in the pulpal tissue of people with sCJD, and there are no data of pulpal infection in vCJD. There also are no data suggesting that prions are transmitted easily in the dental setting, but there remains the rare risk of such transmission if appropriate infection control measures are not adhered to. Few people in the United States and worldwide have prion disease. Oral manifestations are rare. Evidence suggests that the risk of transmission and acquisition of a prion infection as a result of dental treatment is rare, if appropriate infection control measures are maintained.